Politeness Strategies in Conversation Exchange: The Case of Council for Dispute Settlement in Iran  by Dowlatabadi, Hamidreza et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  98 ( 2014 )  411 – 419 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.03.434 
ScienceDirect
International Conference on Current Trends in ELT 
Politeness Strategies in Conversation Exchange: The Case of 
Council for Dispute Settlement in Iran 
Hamidreza Dowlatabadiª, Ehsan Mehriᵇ, Azar Tajabadic, * 
 a, ,b c Dept. of English Language and Literature, Faculty of Humanities, Arak University 
 
Abstract 
Focusing on the socio-cultural aspects of conversation, the present study focuses on politeness strategies in conversation 
exchanges in the Council for dispute settlement in Esfahan, Iran. This study attempts to find out what strategies are more 
frequently used by Iranian interlocutors in the context of dispute settlement. For this purpose, three council meetings were tape-
recorded and transcribed. The primary focus is on the talk, but it also integrates the nonverbal aspect of exchange in the research 
design. For analyzing the data, the model of politeness strategies proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987) was employed. It was 
found that the strategies of "Notice, attend to H", "Seek agreement", and "Avoid disagreement" were most frequently used. The 
significance of this investigation is that it is among the first attempts on researching politeness conducted in Iranian judiciary 
context. Finally, the implications of the findings are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
The Council for Dispute Settlement is a governmental court system that provides services such as mediation and 
arbitration through private sectors (Rast, 2008). There are many branches in this council aiming at solving conflicts 
and disputes between people engaged in various social affairs. For the present study, sector 2, family branch, of the 
Council for Dispute Settlement in Esfahan, Iran granted the permission of audio recording without primarily 
informing the participants of the study. However, the permission of the participants was sought after the court 
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session, though two couples did not agree with procedure of recording, therefore their voices were immediately by 
deleted at the presence. Out of ten cases, this study focused on three cases for analysis.  
 
The following figure is a simple layout of a typical Council for Dispute Settlement in Esfahan, Iran. The most 
important participant in the presented courtroom is the judge who has a series of authoritative responsibilities and 
rights ranging from opening the session by carrying out an extensive reading and reflecting about the issues present, 
the other legal participant in this council is the judge's associate or clerk who is responsible for writing down the 
procedure of the courtroom and documenting the materials presented by the parties in the case, directing the 
arguments toward resolution, to concluding the meeting by giving the finalized verdict. The parties are two people 
who require legal intervention to reach agreement. In the family branch, usually a man (husband) and a woman 
(wife) are the two parties involved. Finally, in some cases the presence of witness or a hired lawyer is also required. 
The following figure, adapted from Luchjenbroers (1991), illustrates the setting more clearly. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key:        A: Judge                                                 D: Lawyer (if any) 
                     B: Judge's associate or clerk                  E: Witness (if any) 
                     C: The parties 
 
Figure 1. A typical Council for Dispute Settlement Court 
 
Politeness stands out as a vital communicative activity that tends to harmonize social interactions and foster 
interpersonal relations between the members of a society. This judge tries to lower the power and social distance 
between him and the participants. This raises the possibility of occurrence of positive politeness strategies. 
 
The legal communication can largely affect the normal process of conversation and interaction people have, 
consequently, this is mostly realized and seen in one of the judiciary organizations as Council for Dispute 
Settlement. Legal communication is not a common and familiar form of interaction, since it only occurs in rare and 
certain times; therefore, this makes it foreign to most people. The foreignness of this communication rises from the 
language of law. This language as a component of forensic linguistics (Cook, 2003), functions as the medium 
through which participants coming to the judiciary system converse. Aside from the specific jargon it has, the type 
of communication that people use in the court of law is different. The legal language as well as the quality of legal 
communication may also be influenced by legal environments (Pavlíčková, 2011). 
 
In the current study, first, a review of literature of what has been stated in the area of politeness will be 
mentioned. The analytical framework of the study is based on Brown and Levinson (1987). Then, the research 
question is raised. Following that, the process of data collection and the procedure for analyzing the data is 
explained. The section after that, it is time for the thorough explanation and exemplification of the strategies in 
question. Finally, the conclusion of the study, implication, and significance of the research is discussed. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
The idea of politeness was inspired the cooperative maxims which were suggested by Grice (1975). When two 
interlocutors are having interaction, they are actually stepping into each other's ground; therefore, each participant in 
the conversation might assume this as a threat to their face (Widdowson, 2007). In such contexts, each participant, 
sometimes for the sake of respecting the other's ground, flouts the cooperative maxim in order to be polite and 
unthreatening (ibid). The politeness strategies were developed through the influential work of Brown and Levinson 
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(1987). They divided the politeness strategies into two categories of positive and negative politeness strategy, the 
focus of which in this article is on positive politeness. 
 
The model revolves around the concept of face (Goffman, 1967) which is defined as the public self-image that all 
members of the society have and seek to claim for themselves. Brown and Levinson (1987) suggest that this image 
consists of two related aspects: negative face (freedom from imposition i.e. the desire for freedom from 
impingement) and positive face (the desire to be appreciated and approved of, i.e. the desire to be wanted). Positive 
politeness strategies address other’s positive face wants, whereas negative politeness strategies address their negative 
face by showing distance and impersonality. Brown and Levinson define positive politeness strategy in the 
following: 
 
Positive politeness is redress directed to the addressee’s positive face, his perennial desire 
that his wants (or the actions/acquisitions/values resulting from them) should be thought of 
as desirable. Redress consists in partially satisfying that desire by communicating that one’s 
own wants (or some of them) are in some respects similar to the addressee’s wants (p.101). 
 
The linguistic realizations of positive politeness are in many respects simply representative of the normal 
linguistic behavior between intimates, where interest and approval of each other’s personality, presuppositions 
indicating shared wants and shared knowledge, implicit claims to reciprocity of obligations or to reflexivity of 
wants, etc. are routinely exchanged. The only distinguishing feature is the element of exaggeration (Brown & 
Levinson, 1987, p.101). 
 
According to Brown and Levinson, all competent adult members of a society have ‘face’, the public self-image 
every member wants to claim for himself, consisting in two related aspects: negative face (the basic claim to 
territories, personal preserves, right to non-destruction, i.e. the freedom of action and freedom from imposition) and 
positive face (the positive consistent self-image or ‘personality’, crucially including the desire that this self-image be 
appreciated and approved of). During interaction, face can be lost, maintained or enhanced, and must be constantly 
attended. In general, people cooperate in maintaining face in interaction, such cooperation being based on the 
mutual vulnerability of face. Certain kinds of communication acts intrinsically threaten face, namely those acts that 
by their nature run contrary to the face want of the addressee and/or of the speaker. 
 
Brown and Levinson also state that all participants in communicative interaction tend to use the same types of 
strategies in similar circumstances. The authors posit fifteen sub-strategies of politeness addressed to the hearer’s 
positive face. These sub-strategies are grouped in three broad mechanisms: (1) the speaker claiming ‘common 
ground’ with the addressee, (2) the need to convey that the speaker and the addressee are cooperatively involved in 
the relevant activity, (3) the speaker's decision to redress the addressee’s face directly by fulfilling some of 
addressee’s wants. 
 
A. Claim common ground 
 A1. Convey X is admirable, interesting  
1. Notice, attend to H 
2. Exaggerate interest, approval, sympathy with H 
3. Intensify interest to H 
A2. Claim in-group membership 
4. Use in-group identity markers  
A3. Claim common point of view/opinions/attitudes/knowledge/empathy 
5. Seek agreement 
6. Avoid disagreement 
7. Presuppose/raise/assert/ common ground 
8. Joke  
B. Convey that S and H are co-operators  
B1. S takes H’s wants into consideration 
  9.  Assert or presuppose S’s knowledge of and concern from H’s wants  
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B2.  Claim reflexivity 
  10. Offer, promise 
  11. Be optimistic 
  12. Include both S and H in the activity 
  13. Give (or ask for) reasons  
B3. Claim reciprocity 
  14. Assume or assert reciprocity  
C. Fulfil H’s wants  
15. Give gifts to H (goods, sympathy, understanding, cooperation) 
 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987: 102) 
 
3. Research question 
 
What positive politeness strategies are more frequently used by Persian speakers in the Iranian Council 
for Dispute settlement? 
 
 
 
4. Data 
 
To collect the data, the researchers observed 10 council meetings in the council for dispute settlement in Isfahan. 
The sector chosen for the data collection was family branch. Each meeting took about 10 to 30 minutes. The 
researchers used two recorders, one of which was placed in front of the judge, out of the participants view; the other 
recorder was carried by the researchers, who were sitting in the corner of the meeting room in order to increase the 
authenticity of the data and avoid the Halo and Howthorne effect (Mackey, A. & Gass, S.M., 2005). Of course, for 
the sake of ethical issues, the participants were informed of their voice being recorded after the meeting and their 
cooperation was granted. After that, out of the 10 meetings, the researchers decided to transcribe and analyze only 
three cases. The positive politeness strategies, then, were identified and coded according to the model of Brown and 
Levinson. Finally, the representative extracts in which the strategies were used were precisely translated from 
Persian to English. 
 
5. Results and discussion 
 
The process of identifying and coding the positive politeness strategies was done through the proof-reading of the 
three raters. All the raters tried to identify the strategies separately, and finally the reporting of the findings was 
included in the following table. 
 
Table 1. Statistical Description for Strategy Use 
 
Strategy                    Number                   
Percentage 
P + 1                              20                              
12.65 
P + 2                               8                               
5.06 
P + 3                              14                              
8.86 
P + 4                                1                              
0.63 
P + 5                              26                              
16.45 
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P + 6                              40                              
25.31 
P + 7                                3                              
1.89 
P + 8                                7                              
4.43 
P + 9                                9                              
5.69 
P + 10                             14                             
8.86 
P + 11                             10                             
6.32 
P + 12                              2                              
1.26 
P + 13                              1                              
0.63 
P + 14                              2                              
1.26 
P + 15                              1                              
0.63 
Total                              158                            
- 
 
As shown in table 1 most frequent strategies that participants abided in the three council meeting were the 
strategies of "Notice, attend to H", "Seek agreement", and "Avoid disagreement". It was observed that all the 
strategies were under the category of claiming common ground. This seems natural so far as the context of judiciary 
system in the council of dispute settlement is concerned. The cases, as it was mentioned earlier, were of family 
sector, where each participant (husband and wife) tried to ask for their own right in the meeting. So, the focus of 
their interaction was on what their participants was saying (the husband or the wife). Also, since the Council for 
Dispute Settlement attempts to settle the disputes among participants, the common strategies used by the 
participants, (husband, wife, and the judge) were to avoid disagreement and seek agreement. Now to understand how 
this is realized, the detailed definitions of the most frequent strategies along with the prominent example are 
included in the following. 
 
All of these most frequent sub-strategies were under the broader category of "claiming common ground. These 
strategies involve S claiming common ground with H, by indicating that S and H both belong to some set of persons 
who share specific wants, goals, and values. Three ways of making this claim are these: S conveys that some wants 
of H’s is admirable/interesting, S stresses common membership in a group, or S claims common perspective. The 
strategies found in this study belong to the first and the third of the above mentioned categories. 
 
5.1. Notice, attend to H: P+1 
 
Brown and Levinson (1987) define this strategy that “in general this strategy suggests that S should take notice of 
aspects of H’s condition (noticeable changes, remarkable possessions, anything which looks as though H would want 
S to notice and approve of it)” (p. 103). 
 
In the following extract taken from a case in which the husband is willing to pay the wife's dowry, the man asserts 
that he will do everything he can to pay his debt. When he says "I don't want to owe her", he is actually attending to 
H wants. On the other hand, the wife is expecting the husband to notice her right, in other words her dowry. Also, 
this strategy is strictly followed in the last sentence, when he says "I'll pay her by all means". Here again, the 
husband is attending remarkably to the wife's wants; in more technical words the H needs and rights. Of course, such 
approval and attending of the man regarding the woman's wants is unavoidable since the dowry that the wife is 
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claiming is her right, therefore, the man should attend the wife's needs for the law is backing her. He does that by 
noticing the woman’s “remarkable possession” as mentioned by Brown and Levinson. 
 
 
 
Extract 1. P+1 
 
(English translation) 
 
Man: I don’t want to owe her. I mean whatever the law decides. I mean we married 13 years ago. I don’t know 
how much I owe her. Whatever the law decides, I’ll pay her by all means. 
 
(Persian source text) 
 
 :ﺩﺮﻣ ﺎﻣ ﯽﻨﻌﻳ .ﻪﻨﮑﺑ ﺺﺨﺸﻣ ﻥﻮﻧﺎﻗ ﻪﮐ ﯽﭼ ﺮﻫ ﯽﻨﻌﻳ .ﻢﺷﺎﺒﻧ ﺶﻨﻳﺩ ﻪﺑ ﻡﺍﻮﺧ ﯽﻣ13  ﺮﻫ !ﻩﺭﺪﻘﭼ ﺶﻘﺣ ﻢﻧﻭﺩ ﯽﻤﻧ ﺯﻭﺮﻣﺍ ،ﻢﻳﺩﺮﮐ ﺝﺍﻭﺩﺯﺍ ﺩﻮﺑ ﺶﻴﭘ ﻝﺎﺳ
ﻢﻴﻨﮐ ﯽﻣ ﺶﻤﻳﺪﻘﺗ ﺖﻨﻣ ﻥﻭﺪﺑ ﻩﺪﺑ ﺺﻴﺨﺸﺗ ﻥﻮﻧﺎﻗ ﯽﭼ. 
 
5.2. Seek agreement: P+5 
 
Seeking agreement with the H is another “characteristic way of claiming common ground” with him. According 
to Brown and Levinson this can be done by raising safe topics like weather, which allows S to stress his agreement 
with H. Also, the authors believe that “agreement may be stressed by repeating part or all of what the preceding 
speaker has said” (p.112). 
 
The setting of Council for Dispute Settlement actually entails utilizing this strategy. Seeking agreement and 
avoiding disagreement (the next frequent strategy) is the main aim of this legal council. This extract is also chosen 
from the same case in the preceding extract. As Brown and Levinson suggest, the repeating part of all of what the 
other speaker just said could be a realization of this strategy. In extract 2, the woman actually articulates an utterance 
"I don't have any problem with him" which is followed by the man through repeating the same utterance "There is no 
problem". This is to settle the agreement in the court of law in order to resolute their problem. Of course, the strategy 
of "Seeking agreement" could be followed by participants by pretence; however, they are following it in a public 
institution like the Council for Dispute Settlement. As another example, in the final comments of both the man and 
woman, the woman says "I want to take my dowry through law", which is repeated by the man" she wants to take 
her dowry through law". Such affirmation from the man's side follows the seeking agreement strategy. 
 
Extract 2. P+5 
 
(English translation) 
 
Woman: I don’t have any problem with him. I don’t have any problem with him. 
Man: No, we are living together. There is no problem. 
Woman: I want to take my dowry through law. I don’t have any problems with him.  
Man: We are living together. There is not even a slight problem. 
Woman: I want to take my dowry through law. 
Man: She wants to take her dowry through law. 
 
(Persian source text) 
 
ﻥﺯ.ﻡﺭﺍﺪﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ ﺵﺎﻫﺎﺑ .ﻡﺭﺍﺪﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ ﺵﺎﻫﺎﺑ : 
ﺩﺮﻣ.ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ ﭻﻴﻫ .ﻢﻴﻨﮑﻴﻣ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻢﻫ ﺎﺑ ﺎﻣ ، ﻪﻧ : 
ﻥﺯ.ﻡﺭﺍﺪﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ ﺵﺎﻫﺎﺑ ﻪﮐ ﻦﻣ .ﻡﺮﻴﮕﺑ ﻥﻮﻧﺎﻗ ﻖﻳﺮﻁ ﺯﺍ ﻡﺍﻮﺨﻴﻣ ﻮﻣﺮﻬﻣ : 
ﺩﺮﻣ.ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﯽﻠﮑﺸﻣ ﻦﻳﺮﺘﮑﭼﻮﮐ .ﻢﻴﻨﮑﻴﻣ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻢﻫ ﺭﺎﻨﮐ : 
ﻥﺯ.ﻡﺮﻴﮕﺑ ﻥﻮﻧﺎﻗ ﻖﻳﺮﻁ ﺯﺍ ﻮﻣﺮﻬﻣ ﻡﺍﻮﺨﻴﻣ : 
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ﺩﺮﻣﺷﺮﻬﻣ ﺩﺍﻮﺨﻴﻣ :.ﻩﺮﻴﮕﺑ ﻥﻮﻧﺎﻗ ﻖﻳﺮﻁ ﺯﺍ ﻮ 
 
 
 
 
 
5.3. Avoid disagreement: P+6 
 
The last and the most frequent strategy identified in this study is the strategy of "Avoiding disagreement". This 
seems similar to the previous strategy of seeking agreement, but surely there are areas of difference. Here, the 
context of the discourse is threatening, that is the context pushes the participants toward disagreement, but the 
participants try to avoid such disagreement to settle their dispute. Of course, even an utterance regarding 
disagreement triggers the participants to avoid the situation. This is mostly realized through extreme adjectives like " 
absolutely, surely, certainly, never, always". There are four categories for this strategy: 
 
Token agreement: the desire to agree or appear to agree with H leads to mechanisms for pretending to 
agree. 
Pseudo-agreement: an example of apparent or pseudo-agreement is in the use of then and so in English as 
conclusory markers.  
White lies: in order to avoid damaging the H’s positive face, the S when confronted with the necessity to 
state an opinion, wants to lie.  
Hedging opinion: S may choose to be vague about his own opinion, so as not to be seen to disagree. This is 
manifested by choosing words such as: sort of, in a way 
 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987:113) 
 
The following extract, focuses on the first sub-strategy of avoiding disagreement. Here, the participants are using 
token agreement to pretend their avoidance of disagreement with what the judge is uttering. The judge is stating 
some facts about the law, the response of which from the man's side is to affirm such utterances. When the judge 
says "You see, when a property is mortgaged by the bank, it means that the bank owns it. It's not yours anymore", 
the man's affirm with a "right". But the most prominent example of token agreement is the usage of extreme 
adjective of "absolutely" by the man after judge's uttering "all your belongings are for your wife". This is to jump 
into the same ground with the judiciary power, passing the situation through pretending to be in agreement. Of 
course, when the wife's claims his dowry in the court of law, it is not very pleasing to the man, though it is her right 
to claim, but the affirmation of the judge's utterance is just a pretence to be cooperative and polite in the course of 
conversation. 
 
Extract 3. P+6 
 
(English translation) 
 
Judge: You see, when a property is mortgaged by the bank, it means that the bank owns it. 
It’s not yours anymore. 
Man: Right! 
Judge: When it is out of mortgage, then you may decide who can own it. I think everything  
             he owns in yours. Isn’t it? Hum?  
Man: Yes! 
Judge: All your belongings is for your wife. 
Man: Absolutely.  
Judge: This property is also yours. This life is yours, too. All this life belongs to you. 
Woman: That’s for sure. Everything I have belongs to him, too. There is no difference. 
Judge: They are his, too. Very good! 
Woman: Whatever I have belongs to him, too. 
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(Persian source text) 
 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ!ﻪﮕﻳﺩ ﺖﺴﻴﻧ ﺎﻤﺷ ﻝﺎﻣ .ﻪﮑﻧﺎﺑ ﻪﻟﺎﻣ ﮏﻠﻣ ﯽﻨﻌﻳ ﻪﮑﻧﺎﺑ ﻦﻫﺭ ﺭﺩ ﮏﻠﻣ ﯽﺘﻗﻭ !ﺪﻴﻨﻴﺒﺑ 
ﻣ :ﺩﺮ!ﻪﺘﺳﺭﺩ 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗﻢﻨﮐ ﯽﻣ ﺮﮑﻓ ﻦﻣ .ﻪﺷﺎﺑ ﯽﮐ ﻝﺎﻣ ﻻﺎﺣ ﻪﮐ ﺪﻳﺮﻴﮕﺑ ﻢﻴﻤﺼﺗ ﻪﮕﻳﺩ ﻊﻗﻮﻤﻧﻭﺍ ،ﺪﺷ ﺩﺍﺯﺁ ﻦﻫﺭ ﺯﺍ ﺖﻗﻭ ﺮﻫ 
         ؟ﺎﻫ ؟ﻪﺘﺳﺭﺩ !ﺖﺳﺎﻤﺷ ﻝﺎﻣ ﻥﺭﺍﺩ ﯽﭼ ﺮﻫ         
 :ﺩﺮﻣ!ﻪﻠﺑ 
:ﯽﺿﺎﻗ  !ﻪﻤﻧﺎﺧ ﻝﺎﻣ یﺭﺍﺩ ﯽﭼ ﺮﻫ 
 :ﺩﺮﻣ.ﺪﺻ ﺭﺩ ﺪﺻ 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗﺗ .ﺖﺳﺎﻤﺷ ﻝﺎﻣ ﻢﻫ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻦﻳﺍ .ﺖﺳﺎﻤﺷ ﻝﺎﻣ ﻢﮑﻠﻣ ﻦﻳﺍ.ﺖﺳﺎﻤﺷ ﻪﺑ ﻖﻠﻌﺘﻣ ﻢﺷﺩﻮﺧ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻡﺎﻤ 
 :ﻥﺯ.ﻪﻨﮐ ﯽﻤﻧ ﯽﻗﺮﻓ .ﻪﻧﻮﺸﻳﺍ ﻝﺎﻣ ﻢﺷﺎﺑ ﻪﺘﺷﺍﺩ ﻦﻣ ﻪﮐ ﻢﻳﺰﻴﭼ ﺮﻫ !ﻪﻤﻠﺴﻣ ﻪﮐ ﻥﻭﺍ 
 :ﯽﺿﺎﻗ.ﻪﺑﻮﺧ ﯽﻠﻴﺧ .ﻪﻧﻮﺸﻳﺍ ﻪﺑ ﻖﻠﻌﺘﻣ ﻢﻧﻭﺍ 
 :ﻥﺯﻪﻧﻮﺸﻳﺍ ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺯ ﻢﺷﺎﺑ ﻪﺘﺷﺍﺩ ﻦﻣ ﻪﮐ ﻢﻳﺰﻴﭼ. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
Since one of the main criticisms of Brown and Levinson model is that it has focused on western languages and 
culture (Watts, 2003; Gilks, 2010), this study could be significant in that it is done in Persian. Farsi is the language 
spoken in Iran as an official language and is the native language of the majority of the population. This study can 
introduce some of the ways to be positively polite in Persian and hence could help fostering cross cultural 
communication. In contrast with the criticism against the model, this research along with others (Eelen, 2001; Fraser 
2005; Ming-Chung, 2003) is a support for applicability of the model in different contexts in general, and in judiciary 
context in an Eastern culture in particular.  
 
The dearth of research in this area in Iranian context motivated the researchers to conduct this study. The 
descriptive approach which was taken in this study sheds some light in the discourse of court for the sake of forensic 
linguistics, thus, the significance of the study is self-illuminating. But being aware of the strategies employed by the 
parties in the context of dispute settlement could be of aid to judges to direct the conversation toward the settlement 
of the dispute among husbands and wives in the family branch of this organization. Also, this analysis is of outmost 
importance for the way people use language in such setting. This study is one of the initiating attempts in Iranian 
context to marry discourse analysis with the language of law, which is mostly threatening and foreign to most 
people. Of course, there are a lot of aspects and perspectives that require other researchers to pinpoint. For example, 
investigating the negative strategies, the role of judge in such contexts, or the pragmatic influence of witnesses or 
lawyers intervention in the court of dispute settlement. The area of forensic linguistics is a new and untouched field 
of research, especially for discourse analysts to attempt to conduct further research. This could be resourceful to 
judiciary system to reflect upon and take advantage of such systematic analysis for their course of action and 
judgment. 
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